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Introduction

Ana Bela Almeida’,
Ulrike Bavendiek?, and Rosalba Biasini®

A renewed interest in literature is gradually emerging in the foreign language
curriculum as demonstrated in recent studies (e.g. Hall, 2015; Matos, 2012;
Paran, 2010; Sell, 2005). The surge of research groups and new online tools
on this topic, such as the Litinclass website (https://litinclass.wordpress.com/,
Almeida, Puig, & Duarte, 2016) or the Literature in Language Learning and
Teaching Research Network (https://lilltresearch.net/home/, Paran & Kirchhoff,
2019) testifies to the growing relevance of this pedagogical approach to the
teaching and learning of foreign languages. Both recent scholarship and class
practice provide evidence that reading literary texts helps students to develop
their language skills, as “[l]iterature exposes students to complex themes and
fresh, unexpected uses of language” (Lazar, 1993, p. 15). Moreover, “[a]t
present, students who are extensive travellers demand a different approach
to the cultural dimension” (Matos, 2012. p. 7); the study of literature in the
language classroom provides these students with the intercultural skills that
are increasingly necessary in the contemporary globalised world. As educators,
we can employ the study of literature to prepare students for dealing with the
complexity of a globalised world long after graduation.

But how can this approach be adopted in teaching and learning practice? What
is the best way to use songs and poetry in the language classroom? How can
creative writing workshops help language learners, and what are the ethical
implications of bringing literature to the language class? These were just a few
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Introduction

of the questions addressed at the Literature in Language Learning Conference,
which took place at the University of Liverpool on the 14th of June 2019, and
attracted leading experts in the fields of English and Modern Foreign Languages
learning and teaching through literature®.

Two overriding themes emerged from the conference. First, the role of literature
in the language classroom in a transnational world, where the majority of
language students have a multilingual and multicultural background, and where
their digitally mediated experiences and identities transcend the one-nation-
one-language-one-culture idea of traditional language teaching. In this context,
fictional literary texts can invite students to adopt different viewpoints and thus
enhance intercultural awareness. The second theme, embedded and driven by
the first, is the use of literary texts for creative appropriation, the way in which
students can be encouraged to actively engage with, rather than consume, literary
work.

In this publication, we are pleased to offer in the form of short papers a selection
ofthe presentations delivered at the Literature in Language Learning Conference,
which captures the intellectually stimulating atmosphere of the day.

Geoff Hall opened the conference, and some elements of his keynote speech are
collected in the paper that we are happy to include in this volume. Hall discovers
a new relevance of literature for language learning by positioning it clearly in
today’s globalised world. Based on the changing profiles of language students,
their often multilingual and multicultural backgrounds and their digitally
mediated interconnectedness, he identifies new aims for language learning to
meet the challenges of the evolving societies, arguing that literature is ideally
suited to meet these challenges in the classroom. Connecting with and through
literary texts, students develop ‘mediation’ and intercultural communication
skills such as creativity, critical thinking, empathy, and emotional intelligence.
Using an example from an undergraduate English class in China, Hall explains

4. A brief account of the event can be found here: https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/centre-for-language-excellence/news/stories
title,1158700,en.html
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that different perspectives, knowledge, experiences, and values are negotiated in
response to a literary text.

While acknowledging the benefits of the use of literature for language learning,
Idoya Puig, the second keynote speaker of the conference, provides an
important reminder that the actual experience of literary texts in the classroom
is not always entirely positive. Students and teachers often perceive literature
as ‘difficult’, ‘time-consuming’, and ‘lacking in relevance’, and struggle with
the compulsory study of literary works in their language classes. On the other
hand, recent research quoted in her speech and paper clearly demonstrates the
advantages of using literary texts for language learning, advantages that are
reflected in the new curricula from primary to A-level education. Puig concludes
that greater flexibility regarding the choice of text, as well as clear pedagogical
strategies, are needed to foster a more positive attitude towards literature in the
language class.

Moving into more practical spaces, a series of case studies illustrates the use
of literature in classrooms today. Cecilia Piantanida takes the transnational
approach further, using ‘migrant literature’ to teach intercultural skills in an
Italian language class. Migrant literature offers both an inside and an outside
view of the target culture, challenging the binary oppositions of foreign versus
native culture, or first versus second language speaker. Through this approach,
the students develop a critical awareness of cultural difference, as Piantanida
demonstrates in her empirical study of a final year Italian language class, where
she uses migrant literature both as a tool and a topic. By sharing the marginal
relation to the target language with the migrant author, the learners are able to
reflect on the notion of identity and the effects that using a second language can
have on it.

Other contributions focus on the creative engagement with literary texts, which
often includes elements of creative writing or rewriting. Experimenting with
cento poetry — the composition of poetry from verses selected from existing
poems — with students in a university English class, Amjad Alsyouf shows
that the use of appealing teaching material that allows for creative expression
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can counteract language anxiety. The resulting poems demonstrate deep
understanding and creative use of the target language.

Imagination and creativity are also at the heart of three projects that Carmen
Martin de Leén and Cristina Garcia Hermoso developed to engage their
students with literary texts in Spanish language. Immersing themselves in
fictional worlds, learners are asked to write dialogues or continue stories,
activities which allow them to use the language authentically yet creatively. In
a questionnaire following these activities, the students confirmed that the tasks
allowed them to build empathy and to develop their imagination.

Exploiting literature for creative purposes is shown to enhance motivation
and to lead to deep appreciation of the language in class. Ana Reiméo uses
micro-contos, short and concise literary texts, to foster soft transferable skills.
In her paper she recounts a Portuguese class in which clear and stimulating
communicative purposes are created using micro-contos. As a consequence, her
students engage affectively and cognitively in the learning process.

Salvatore Campisi uses songs to develop linguistic skills and to raise students’
cultural awareness in an advanced Italian class. Campisi carefully considers the
advantages and disadvantages of using music for language learning and, based on
his experience with a sequence of activities based on an Italian ‘ballad’, explains
how the activity enhanced students’ engagement with Italian language and
culture, helping them to develop both their linguistic and cultural competency.

Writers in residence schemes are a prestigious part of many university language
departments. Such residences are often the highlight of the academic year for
both students and staff. Reflecting on their experience of working with students
of German before, during, and after an author’s residency, Anke Bohm and
Hanna Magedera-Hofhansl develop guidelines to make best use of such a visit
for student learning.

As highlighted also in Puig’s paper, in spite of their motivational potential,
literary texts are often considered to be ‘difficult’ due to the ‘special’ language
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used. As a consequence, the use of literary texts is not usually recommended in
the beginners language classroom. However, in her paper, Géraldine Crahay
discusses the use of simple, playful theatrical texts at French elementary level,
arguing that drama is particularly suitable for such use due to its dual nature as
a written and oral text. Crahay shows how a carefully designed range of short
activities helps her beginner students access and ‘celebrate’ the text. A creative
rewriting and performing of the students’ plays is the culmination of the activities
and evidence of students’ developing linguistic skills, as well as their creativity,
cooperation, and critical thinking.

With this volume and with the organisation of the Literature in Language Learning
Conference, we have offered a contribution to the current debate around the use
of literature in language learning, providing what we believe are effective and
original ideas for both classroom practice and scholarly investigations. We hope
that these reflections and proposals will inspire language learning and teaching
practice as well as further research and discussions.
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Literature, challenge, and mediation
in 21st century language learning

Geoff Hall

Abstract

ew directions in language learning and teaching are evident
Ntoday. Students bring transnational, multicultural, multilingual,
and digitally mediated experiences and identities into classrooms still
sometimes too much modelled on outdated one-language-one-culture-
one nation ideologies. Literature’s value in these new circumstances
is to challenge readers to independent interpretations, learning, and
creativity, with refreshed understandings of what language, culture or
indeed literature might be. In this paper I review some relevant recent
interventions into the foreign language education field, including a
reference to the Council of Europe’s (2018) Companion . I then give a

brief example from my own use of a literary text in China.

Keywords: literature in multilingual and multicultural language learning, intercultural

communication, literary translation, mediation, literature in CEFR Companion 2018.

1. Introduction and 21st century language learning

In the context of the call of Kramsch (2014) to recognise new multilingual and
multicultural contexts for language learning, in this paper I discuss the potential
of literature for intercultural communication and mediation — Common European
Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2018). New curriculum
documents globally ask language educators to promote wider and more complex

-
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Chapter 1

aims than simple language acquisition, including criticality, intercultural
communication and empathy, creativity and innovation, independence, team
working, ethics and emotional intelligence, and a host of other ‘21st century
skills’ (Naji, Subramaniam, & White, 2019). Interestingly, these documents
also increasingly allocate literature a role in pursuing such aims. The Council
of Europe’s (2018) Companion to their globally influential 2001 ‘Framework’
document, intended to guide the design of materials and curricula for foreign
language learning, now includes explicitly aesthetic and literary aims and
suggests scales and descriptors (discussion in Alter & Ratheiser, 2019; another
example is Ministry of Education Singapore, 2019).

A tremendous range of people now learn a major foreign language like English
for a wide variety of reasons across widely varying contexts and circumstances.
In all cases, nevertheless, a foreign language comes to be part of who we are and
how we identify; it can indicate our aspirations or act as a sphere for imaginative
exploration. Play, pleasure, and enjoyment are central to language learning, as
are anxiety and stress very often (Bigelow, 2019).

Kramsch (2009, 2014) asks us to re-think the language learner as a ‘multilingual
subject’. Borders between languages, cultures, and nations are porous,
with migration and mobility increasingly the norm for many, together with
the extended and pervasive interconnectedness the Internet promotes. The
languages of literature are often mixed, hybrid, and prompt user attention to
the fictitious nature of supposedly pure and correct standard national languages.
The recognition of diversity and variety is common to modern understandings
of language as well as basic to many literary texts, and needs to be learned
and negotiated by language users. Literature prototypically deals with ‘margins’
of place, socioeconomic situation, class, religion, gender, language, and style.
Reading literature, we need “to understand what and who is at the margins and
why, and to enter the imaginative world of the marginal with compassion and
radical openness” (Maginess, 2019, p. 140). The language learner, according
to Kramsch (2009), has both the privileges and challenges of occupying this
marginal relation to the foreign language they are learning. Traditional language
learning research used static metaphors of acquisition, or input and output;
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recent writers see more dynamic ‘appropriation’ or ‘participation’ in new and
often challenging linguistic and cultural circumstances (Kramsch, 2014).

Second language acquisition research showed the importance of focusing
on precise linguistic form for language learners (Schmidt, 2010). Literary
texts often prompt such attention (Peplow, 2016). More recently, emotional
engagement and feelings are highlighted as important and previously neglected
elements of language learning (Bigelow, 2019). The meaningful and the
moving are processed more deeply through appropriate literary texts. Critiques
of commercial international and national materials used to support language
learning thus suggest an important role for literature. Literature deals with ‘big’
issues; death, love, life, and relationships. It has personal relevance (Maley &
Kiss, 2018). Commercial textbooks, by contrast, blandly observe the PARSNIP
acronym referred to by Gray (2010); that is, textbook editors and writers look
to avoid (in this shorthand) Politics, Alcohol, Religion, Sex, Narcotics, ISMS,
and Pork — in other words, all the engaging and moving stuff which literature
typically concerns itself with!

From a world-wide English perspective, Matsuda (2003) asks for representations
of and explicit materials and activities to address a central issue for the English
language learner, that most users of English no longer hail from white middle
class nuclear families in the UK or US. Saraceni (2015) argues the need for ‘a
new mindset’ for teachers and learners of languages in the light of actual uses
of English in particular around the world today, but likewise notes the sparsity
of materials and training to support such change. Best-selling and prize-winning
literature in recent years quickly make apparent the relevance of such texts to
these demands.

2. Mediation

Literature reading involves ‘connecting’ with texts, and with others through
texts, a kind of intercultural communication, and mediation, now widely
specified as desiderata for language education. Cook (2010) as well as Garcia
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and Wei (2014) have argued for increased use of translation at all stages of
language learning. For such scholars, language learning should be additive
rather than subtractive, comparative rather than exclusionary. Many literary
texts meet this call as appropriately multilingual and multicultural. The
Companion refers to a major and typical aim of language learning as preparation
for mediation roles (translation and interpreting, broadly), working between
languages, rather than exclusively in one language as opposed to another
(Council of Europe, 2018, p. 208).

Finally, we should also note the potential for language learners of more recent
ideas of creative texts and creativity as versioning, often through the Internet,
typically multimodally, through adaptations, interventions, participation, spin
offs and merchandising, fan websites (e.g. Harry Potter), parodies, pastiches,
and the rest. Learners confront a world of continuous change and contested
interpretation and response in need of mediation, which is exactly what literature
offers paradigmatically too. Today’s learners more than ever before need to deal
with difference, diversity, and previously unexperienced varieties and variation,
and to clarify their own stance in response.

Literature should not be thought of as a fixed canon of classic texts, but as
creative writings and re-writings which engage the imagination and even the
passions. Such writings can be more or less popular or demanding, and accessed
at various levels from personal response and leisure reading, to more intellectual
analysis, as suggested by the new CEFR Companion (Council of Europe, 2018,
see ‘3 new literature scales’ and descriptors, pp. 51, 65, 76, and 116).

3. An example: reading Pound’s
‘River-merchant’s wife’ in China

When mediating a creative translation of a creative text, a variation on CEFR’s
‘Mediating a text’, roughly at level C2 descriptors (Council of Europe, 2018,
p. 208), my students in China are undergraduates majoring in English, and
English teachers on a taught Master’s programme (CEFR Cl1). They were
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asked to read Ezra Pound’s (1916)* ‘River-merchant’s wife: a letter’ from his
collection ‘Cathay’, which did much in its day to confirm western stereotypes
of ‘the exotic East’ for English language readers. My mostly Chinese students
explored a text simultaneously alien but strangely familiar. Billings (2019) gives
a comprehensive and critical textual account of the complex genesis of this poem
and the wider collection it comes from. Briefly, knowing no Chinese, Pound
wrote his own free version of a classic Chinese poem based on rough notes made
by an American scholar based on his earlier studies with Japanese scholars of the
Chinese classics. The poem derives ultimately from the classic 8th century Tang
poet now usually known as Li Bai: here if anywhere is diversity, multilingualism,
multiculturalism, and the need for mediation.

My student readers often half recognised a poem they had studied respectfully
and learned by heart in high school through the layers of cultural and linguistic
mediation it had undergone. How to respond to this radically translated modernist
English poem? A variation on a Chinese classic? Japanese hybrid (with Japan-
China relations another complicating factor)? Reading and discussion of
the poem inevitably prompted, engaged even, passionate exploration of the
nature and ethics of creativity and innovation, and issues in translation and
intercultural communication beyond the first linguistic and aesthetic experience
of the poem itself. Real communication resulted from our different perspectives
and the different knowledge, experience, and values, either linguistic, social,
or cultural, that teacher and students brought to the reading, with mutual and
cooperative learning taking place. Critical readings included resistance to
foreigners appropriating half understood texts, but then also an appreciation for
the creativity of using the old to make something new for new times and the
new perspectives Pound’s version prompted. There is no space to report in detail
here, though I urge readers to consider the poem for themselves — or better still
try to use it in a class — in order to explore the claims I make for its value. It
is a discomforting if sometimes beautiful poem, and that was its value for us.
Here was the productive discomfort, the challenge, as well as the pleasure, a
literary text can bring into a classroom. Not all classes will be at this level,

2. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47692/the-river-merchants-wife-a-letter-56d2285367719
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though I would note that some of the most admired lines were the simplest —
“They hurt me, I grow older” (1. 25). My urging is rather to consider the kind
of rich interactions and felt experience a well-chosen literary text can promote.

4, Conclusion

I have sought in this brief paper to suggest that new language learning
contexts give literary texts new relevance. Issues of mediation, translation, and
intercultural communication which are inherent to much literature can be of real
interest to our multilingual and multicultural students as they strive to learn a
language and to see the value of foreign language learning. Educators now seek
to promote creativity and critical thinking in students, empathy with others, and
emotional intelligence, as well as well-being and a love for lifelong learning.
The connections literary texts embody and promote can be of great value for
these wider aims as well as for more concentrated language-focused work,
where careful choices have been made by writers and performers precisely to
foster contemplation and discussion in often complex and difficult areas which
can really engage learners.
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Literature in language learning in the UK

context: from current A-levels to university

Idoya Puig'

Abstract

he aim of this paper is to look at the impact of recent reforms
Tto the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) and
Advanced Subsidiary (AS) curriculum in the UK, which included
the teaching of literature in the language classroom in an attempt
to make the study of languages more attractive and to better
prepare students for university. The delivery of the new GCSEs
and A-Levels has served to highlight new challenges, which are
hampering the intended purpose of the reforms: language GCSEs
and A-Levels are perceived as more difficult than other subjects
and severe grading has been confirmed. Moreover, most teachers do
not view the compulsory literature element positively. Conversely,
academic studies confirm the value of literature in the study of
languages and various initiatives demonstrate the attractiveness
and effectiveness of literature in terms of increasing motivation
and enhancing language skills. In this paper, we suggest some final

proposals to improve this situation.
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Chapter 2

1. Introduction and current challenges
in Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) teaching

One of the latest reports by the Higher Education Policy Institute (Bowler, 2020)
discusses whether the study of languages in the UK has reached a crisis point.
The British Academy has also produced a number of reports, while language
associations are working to measure the extent of the problem and are moving
forward on influencing policy in order to reverse this decline.

“The UK is currently nowhere near to fulfilling its linguistic potential.
[...] There has been a drastic and continuing decline in the numbers
studying languages at secondary school and consequently at university,
especially over the past two decades. There is no indication that the
Government’s aim for 90% of pupils in England to take a language
(modern or ancient) at GCSE by 2025 will come even close to being
achieved” (British Academy, 2019, p. 5).

One of the main changes introduced in the latest education reform to improve
the uptake of foreign languages was to make the study of a language compulsory
in primary education. Paradoxically, this requirement was introduced at the
same time as the compulsory component of languages in secondary education
was removed. Thus, while taking a step forward in initiating young learners
in foreign languages, the need and incentive to continue into secondary school
disappeared, with highly damaging consequences (Bowler, 2020).

According to the Department of Education (DfE), the purpose and reason for
studying a language at Key Stages 2 and 3 was that “learning a foreign language
is a liberation from insularity and provides an opening to other cultures” (DfE,
2013, n.p.). A list of abilities published included the capacity to “appreciate
stories, songs, poems and rhymes in the language” (DfE, 2013, n.p.). The value
of literature in the new curriculum is therefore clearly stated. However, the reality
at primary school level is that, while there has been a general improvement,
there is ample room for more given that language learning remains a low priority
(Tinsley & Board, 2015a).

16



Idoya Puig

Consequently, the uptake of languages at GCSE level has not improved, and
secondary education has been unable to capitalise on the introduction of the
study of a language at primary level. Moreover, DfE set a specification with
descriptors limited to the performance of a ‘top’ student, moved the 60%
controlled assessment in writing and speaking to ‘all at the final exam’, and
imposed target language instructions, thus introducing an additional demand.
There is a widespread perception, therefore, that languages are difficult, and this
acts as a deterrent to those considering studying a language to A-Level. It has
also now been fully recognised that there is severe grading in GCSE MFL and
the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation in England (Ofqual) is
committed to reviewing the situation (Bowden, 2019).

The British Council identifies several other reasons why students opt not to
continue with the study of languages to A-Level: students need top A-Level grades
for their university applications; languages are losing out in the competition with
other STEM subjects perceived as being more useful; some young people are
being dissuaded from studying languages because of school fears concerning the
impact on performance tables, and schools struggle to make A-Level language
classes financially viable (Tinsley & Board, 2015b). The A-Level Content
Advisory Board (ALCAB) recommended, as guiding principles for reform, that
A-Levels should be intrinsically motivating and challenging but negotiable,
and it gave careful consideration to concerns that the content was excessively
ambitious (ALCAB, 2014).

Regarding literature, at least one literary work must be studied as part of a
greater emphasis on knowledge and understanding of the culture and society
of the language studied. However, from the beginning, there were calls in the
ALCAB consultation to reconsider the compulsory study of literary works to
widen the appeal of the qualification. The arguments against are that literature
can appear unattractive to students and adds to the reputation of languages as
being difficult (Raithby & Taylor, 2019).

Some teachers have seen the requirement as a demand imposed by several
of the universities involved in the A-Level consultation. For instance, some
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of the books proposed for study are derived from a traditional canon of texts
which is seen as distant and unappealing to students (Raithby & Taylor, 2019,
p. 10). ALCAB (2014) recommended extending the range of works eligible
for study to include other genres such as biographies, journals, diaries, and
letters, in order to offer a wider choice to students. More needs to be done in
this respect, as many schools continue to rely on texts such as (for Spanish)
La casa de Bernarda Alba, which is poetic and powerful in symbolism, but
difficult for students to understand and interpret correctly. The choice of texts
and the way in which they are taught are key to the successful implementation
of the literature element.

To complete this necessarily brief survey of the current situation, universities
are also facing challenges given the lower numbers of students applying
for language degrees and the subsequent pressure to meet target numbers.
As literature, especially in a foreign language, is viewed as challenging,
time-consuming, and, again, lacking in relevance today, students are less
accustomed to reading, and this impacts on the use/teaching of literature in
university degree programmes. All the above results in a decline in specialist
literature modules at university and a shift towards more film-based modules
(Davis, 2018). This, in turn, leads to the pressing need to defend the teaching
of literature in the language class and to find ways to present texts in creative
and attractive forms that engage students and foster the study of languages
(Puig & McLaughlin, 2019).

2, The value of literature in the language classroom

In contrast with the situation just described, the benefits of the use of literature
in the language class continue to be highlighted in recent research. Literature
presents language in context: “language use in literature, then, is uniquely
representative of the wider language™ and it offers an opportunity to explore
real human experiences and challenges (Hall, 2016, p. 458). One issue discussed
is whether specific teacher training is required to use literature in the language
class. Literature can be viewed as a tool just like any other used in language
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teaching. The focus in the language class need not necessarily be on presenting
the full historical knowledge or literary background in order to study a specific
canonical work, but rather using the text as a resource to enhance language
teaching: “the literary text is a resource to learn from rather than an icon to
be taught” (Hall, 2016, p. 464). Teachers can therefore apply the pedagogical
principles they are already familiar with to prepare tasks involving the use of
literary texts.

Given the growing interest in intercultural communication, literature can
provide meaningful insights into the culture of a specific country and can
afford an opportunity for students to develop their imagination, think for
themselves, and arrive at critical conclusions. Literature is interactive and can
take account of social context and student profiles, so students react and produce
new meaning while also harnessing the tools provided by new technologies to
communicate and share. In this case, the teacher becomes more of a facilitator
who transmits enthusiasm rather than imparts information (Reyes-Torres, 2018).
Recent materials published include the collection by Diamantidaki (2019) which
provides a range of examples using literature in different educational contexts in
order to inspire staff and students.

It is important to recognise major and small achievements in the use of
literature for language learning to foster a change in mentality. English as a
foreign language is taught worldwide and includes the use of literature. The
British Council has produced valuable materials for the study of Shakespeare,
for example, and these are widely distributed®. More sharing of good practice is
required to enable other languages to produce similar materials and reach larger
audiences.

Literary anniversaries offer opportunities to test new and creative initiatives to
engage the general public with literature. One such case was the commemoration
of the 400th anniversary of the death of Shakespeare and Cervantes in April
2016, when hundreds of events were organised all over the world. By way of

2. See for instance www.britishcouncil.cn/en/shakespearelives/learning
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example, at Manchester Metropolitan University, an event was created where
students from different subjects and departments came together: language
students read scenes in Spanish from Don Quijote. They were coached by the
School of Theatre staff and practised with students from the degree, who in
turn performed key scenes from Shakespeare’s plays and acted out a fictitious
encounter between Shakespeare and Cervantes. The experience was mutually
enriching and certainly generated interest in both groups of students, who took
to reading books by both authors.

3. Conclusion

The way forward must be a combination of actions implemented at different
levels (Herrero, 2019): it is important to continue to have a growing, research-
led discipline to support future strategies for languages, which include literature
as an asset in language learning.

Curriculum content must speak to a variety of social experiences and it is
vital that the pitfalls identified in the new GCSEs and A-Levels are rectified,
among them severe grading and ensuring appropriate attainment levels. More
flexibility should be allowed to enable new texts and media to be incorporated
into the teaching of the literature component together with more teacher training
opportunities.

Finally, it is necessary to continue working towards a national strategy that
supports language education, makes the study of languages compulsory, and
helps communicate the value of languages and literature to the wider public.
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Transnational perspectives in the Italian
language class: the uses of non-native
literature to develop intercultural competence

Cecilia Piantanida’

Abstract

his paper explores how a transnational approach to university
Tlanguage classes may help develop students’ intercultural
competence. Researchers have shown that the integration of literature
in the language class has the potential to raise intercultural competence
(Deardorff, 2006), especially when migrant and travel literatures are
used (Matos, 2012, Paran, 2008). I present an empirical case study of
the use of migrant literature in Italian in a Learning Unit (LU) for final-
year undergraduate students of Italian language — Common European
Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR) C1/C2 (Council of
Europe, 2001). After describing the context of the LU, I explain the
rationale behind its design, outline its contents, and observe that the
LU helps students to improve all canonical linguistic skills as well as

intercultural abilities.

Keywords: Italian, literature, migrant writing, intercultural competence, language.

1. Introduction

Recent debates on the future of Modern Languages (ML) in the UK have
called for new transnational approaches to the discipline in order to respond

1. Durham University, Durham, United Kingdom; cecilia.piantanida@durham.ac.uk; https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6068-346X

How to cite this chapter: Piantanida, C. (2020). Transnational perspectives in the Italian language class: the uses of
non-native literature to develop intercultural competence. In A. B. Almeida, U. Bavendiek & R. Biasini (Eds), Literature
in language learning: new approaches (pp. 23-31). Research-publishing.net. https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2020.43.1092

© 2020 Cecilia Piantanida (CC BY) 23


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6068-346X
https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2020.43.1092

Chapter 3

to the challenges presented by a globalised world, characterised by mobility,
migration, and increasingly multilingual societies (Burdett, 2018). The Arts and
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) claims that “the need for understanding
and communication within, between and across diverse cultures is stronger than
ever” (AHRC, n.d.). It is envisaged that university education would provide
students with the skills necessary to live and work in these evolving societies,
including intercultural competence.

In this context, the teaching and learning of ML according to traditional divisions
into national language areas are being questioned. As Kramsch (1998) notes, the
notion of language as a stable, indexical reality of national cultures should be
problematised, since, in a heterogeneous social world, the relationship between
language and culture is co-constructed through dialogic encounters (pp. 72-77).
A transnational paradigm accounting for the impact of migration on language
and culture should consider “the worldwide network of the target language”
(Risager, 2006, cited in Matos, 2012, p. 116).

This paper provides an example of how intercultural learning may be embedded
in the Italian language class by using a transnational approach to teaching
and learning. I focus on a final-year LU on ‘Literature and Interculturality’,
employing non-native migrant literature in Italian as both a topic and a tool
to develop intercultural competence. After describing the context, I explain the
rationale behind the LU’s design, then outline its structure and content, and
conclude with some observations on the outcomes. This paper argues that the
use of non-native migrant literature in the language class may facilitate the
improvement of both traditional language skills and intercultural competence, if
appropriate scaffolding is employed.

I follow Deardorff’s (2006) definition of ‘intercultural competence’ (see Figure |
for a model). According to Deardorff (20006), “the attitudes of openness, respect
(valuing all cultures), and curiosity and discovery (tolerating ambiguity) [...
are] fundamental to intercultural competence”, with the potential for affecting
both internal and external outcomes (p. 255). Intercultural competence occurs
as a “continual process of improvement” (Deardorff, 2006, p. 257) going from
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knowledge and comprehension of one’s own culture and culturally specific
socialisation and limitations (internal outcome), to a shift in one’s own frame
of reference, changing the way an individual interacts (external outcome), thus
achieving effective communication and behaviour in an intercultural situation.
When intercultural competence is most developed, an individual shows empathy,
respect, and values other cultures. All elements are mutually informing each
other, but can be present in the absence of others.

Figure 1. Process model of intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2006)%
originally from Deardorff (2004)

Attitudes: Individual Knowledge &
Respect (valuing other Comprehension:
cultures); Cultural self-awareness,
Openness deep cultural knowledge,
(withholding sociolinguistic awareness
judgment);
Curiosity & discovery Skills: To listen, observe
rating ambigu & evaluate: To analyze,
fa “ ) interpret & relate
Process Orientation
Yy
External Internal
Outcome: Outcome:
Effective and Informed frame of
appropriate reference shift
communication & (adaptability, flexibility,
behavior in an ethnorelative view,
intercultural situation empathy)
Interaction
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2. Context

The LU has been devised to fit within the context in which Italian is taught at
Durham University (DU). DU’s teaching and learning strategy is based on a
research-led approach®. In the final year, after returning from a period of study or
work in Italy in Year 3, students are taught in a single cohort. Students attend two
weekly seminars and are expected to reach level C1/C2. All skills are practised
in every seminar, although with a varied emphasis: the first seminar focuses on
writing and reading comprehension skills, the second on oral skills.

Several themes are chosen to enhance students’ knowledge of Italian language and
culture from a transnational perspective, e.g. cultural heritage, multilingualism,
history, politics, life in and outside Italy, as well as migration and cultural
identities. Learning activities comprise:

* in-class learning activities supported by materials such as newspaper
articles, academic and literary texts, TV and film clips, and music;

» research-led learning activities e.g. group projects, presentations, and
research tasks; and

* independent learning supported by extra material uploaded on the
virtual learning environment (Blackboard).

The LU on ‘Literature and Interculturality’ is the third of a tripartite teaching
unit on interculturality in which students investigate aspects of nationality,
cultural identity, and migration. Each LU spans over a week. In LU 1, students
focus on the topics of tradition and identity. In the writing/reading seminar,
they produce an analytical summary of a text on the concept of cultural roots
and its uses in the Italian public discourse vis-a-vis waves of migration. In
the oral seminar, students discuss tradition and its relationship to cultural and
national identities. LU 2 is on the topic of immigration in Italy. Students carry

3. Cf. DU’s website: https://www.dur.ac.uk/study/ug/learning
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out writing and translation exercises on this topic, in preparation for a final
debate. LU 1 and 2 cover topics, vocabulary, and linguistic structures that
provide scaffolding for approaching the final LU*.

3. Design

The design of the LU on ‘Literature and Interculturality’ takes into consideration
recent scholarship on the potential of literature as a teaching tool in ML. Research
shows that the integration of literature — fiction, poems, and creative writing —
in the language class may raise intercultural competence, especially with non-
native and travel literatures (Matos, 2012; Paran, 2008)°. Literary texts stimulate
students’ intellectual and emotional participation (Kim, 2004 cited in Hall, 2015,
p. 218; Paran, 2008), encourage exploratory transformative talk (Boyd & Maloof,
2000, cited in Hall, 2015, p. 218; Paran, 2008), and boost the development of self-
awareness and knowledge of the world by immersing the reader into a different
context. Literature’s ability to stimulate self-awareness through comparisons
with ‘the other’ and to question established notions of identity may therefore be
instrumental for the improvement of intercultural skills in the classroom.

In this context, non-native migrant and diasporic writings, which often reflect
on otherness, displacement and intercultural experiences, are particularly apt
teaching tools. On the one hand, they stretch the boundaries of what constitutes
‘national’ writing. On the other, they allow for a combined teaching approach
to the theme of interculturality: teaching with non-native literature as a tool
for improving linguistic and intercultural competence, and teaching on non-
native literature as content, providing an opportunity to discuss the meanings of
intercultural expression and interculturality itself.

For the purpose of the LU, I selected an excerpt of a literary text in Italian by
Algerian writer Tahar Lamri, entitled 1/ pellegrinaggio della voce (The Voice’s

4. On the need for scaffolding to teach languages with literary texts see Paran (2008, p. 475).

5. On definitions of literature and literary language, Hall (2015, pp. 1-46).
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Pilgrimage), the author’s autobiographical account of living and writing in a
non-native language after migrating to Italy (see supplementary materials,
Appendix 1). The learning objectives were to:

» reinforce and expand the vocabulary related to cultural identity and
migration, building on previous knowledge;

* develop an appreciation of the use of figurative language in literary
texts in Italian; and

* develop aspects of cultural understanding and cultural self-awareness in
relation to the migrant condition, encouraging cultural empathy.

4. The LU

The LU on ‘Literature and Interculturality’ is divided in a writing/reading seminar
and an oral seminar. For the first seminar, preparatory work includes: finding
information on migrant literature in Italian and writing a definition; watching a
video-interview with Italian-Ethiopian writer Gabriella Ghermandi and taking
notes®; and reading Tahar Lamri’s text and completing comprehension and
writing exercises (see supplementary materials, Appendix 1). In-class seminar
activities start with a brief discussion of migrant literature and of the interview
with Ghermandi. Work on the literary text follows: first, a workshop-style
session inviting students to ‘reread’ the text and discuss their interpretations in
class. As Matos (2012) argues, the process of guided re-reading is fundamental
in enabling students’ “intercultural reading” (pp.133-134). Secondly, in pairs,
students analyse and interpret figures of speech present in the text, with attention
to the use of metaphors. The session concludes with a series of open-ended
questions to elicit initial responses from students, based on comparisons with
their personal experiences of living abroad and using a non-native language.
This is aimed at encouraging self-reflection on the topic.

6. See the interview here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vlZmEEKEDa0
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For the oral class, students are invited to take the discussion initiated in the
first seminar further by working on creative group projects reacting to Lamri’s
text and the topic of interculturality. Creative responses are encouraged (see
supplementary materials, Appendix 2). Research suggests that multicultural
exposure can enhance creativity, “allowing one to see new perspectives on
familiar things” (Bee Tin, 2013, p. 388). At the same time, by stimulating the
construction of new meaning, creative activities help learners stretch their
language (Bee Tin, 2013, p. 387). In the seminar, students showcase their group
projects in ten minute presentations, followed by questions from peers. In the
academic year 2018/2019 and 2019/2020, projects included a student-produced
video on Italian communities in Durham, in-class dramatisations of a talk-show
on migration and the migrant condition, TV news on the migrant crisis in Italy,
and students’ experiences in their year abroad.

5. Observations

My own observations in class and module evaluations revealed an overall
positive student response to the LU on ‘Literature and Interculturality’.

Coursework and assessment showed that students fulfilled the LU learning
objectives (see supplementary materials, Appendix 3): the majority were able
to write about migration and interculturality in Italy, some in relation to their
own condition, and to recognise and contextualise metaphorical language. Class
observation suggests that students developed critical awareness of cultural
difference and of one’s own culturally specific socialisation. The autobiographical
aspect of Lamri’s text was particularly impactful, kindling discussion on the
migrant condition, rootlessness, and the effects of operating in a non-native
language on one’s own personal identity. Conversations reacting to the text often
employed cross-cultural comparisons between students’ own experiences and
Lamri’s account, as well as discourses valuing migration, multilingualism, and
multiculturality. These developments coexisted with world-views sometimes
firmly anchored on ‘national paradigms’ and on binary oppositions between
‘culture of origin’ versus ‘foreign culture’, or ‘native’ versus ‘migrant’.
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In module evaluations, the group-project presentation was often singled out as
the favourite element of the whole module. In class, students showed interest
in the topic and all learning activities chosen. As often when literature is
employed in L2 classes, most student discussions focused on comprehension,
fewer on interpretation and evaluation (Kim, 2004, cited in Hall, 2015, p. 219).
Oral reports from students evidenced that the analytical work on the literary
text was sometimes perceived as difficult. This suggests that, depending on the
cohort’s abilities, further scaffolding and contextualisation may be needed to use
literature in the language class.

6. Conclusions

This paper has described a LU that employs a transnational approach to the
teaching of Italian, addressing the AHRC’s (n.d.) call for a novel teaching
environment that fosters intercultural exchange. As this paper has argued, non-
native migrant literature may successfully be employed in university Italian
classes to develop both linguistic and intercultural competences, if appropriate
scaffolding is provided. While developing all canonical linguistic skills, students
also cultivated transferable skills such as cultural understanding and cultural
self-awareness, as well as project management and creative skills.

7. Supplementary materials

https://research-publishing.box.com/s/ncsoxcgi2mn44sssbnbnhlryOiglxucp
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Cento as a creative writing
approach to language learning

Amjad Alsyouf'

Abstract

reative writing can be both an effective and attractive English
Cleaming activity at university departments where students speak
English as a Second Language (ESL). Language skill courses might
not be always effective enough in improving learners’ communicative
skills and motivating them to learn, particularly when adopting old
style grammar-translation based methods. Involving creative writing
as a method to teach language can play a significant role in prompting
the students to improve their communicative skills. This study
proposes employing a creative writing course as a new method to
address L2 learners lacking motivation. It particularly relies on using
cento poetry as a teaching activity. A cento is a poem made up of
lines the learner selects from different poems by one or more poets.
The learner consequently has to read several poems, understand their
linguistic structures, and grasp the meaning of their vocabulary to
begin writing their own work. It is against this background that this
study examines the advantages of using cento poetry in ESL classes

aiming to enhance language learning.
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Chapter 4

1. Introduction

Learners of English as L2 have often pragmatic reasons for learning the language
that constitute an essential intrinsic motivation for the process. Undergraduate
students who study English as a major or in a foundation course, however, might
not have the intrinsic motivation to learn English as an effective communicative
language; their concern would mostly rest in matters of passing exams and
fulfilling programme requirements. Hadfield and Dérnyei (2013) argue that the
concern with passing exams is an extrinsic motivating factor associated with
the ‘ought-to L2 self” that concentrates on future goals rather than L2 effective
acquisition. Departments of English at universities should be aware of this
problem, and need to adopt new creative methods that can assist the traditional
approaches to teach English in the classroom. Involving creative writing as a
method to learn and teach languages in this regard can play a significant role
in stimulating students to improve their communicative skills, as it encourages
cooperative learning where the students begin to personally contribute to the
classroom teaching/learning activities. Cento can then be employed as an
effective creative writing tool to assist L2 teaching in this context as it mostly
relies on the work of the students. A cento is a poem made up of lines the learner
selects from different poems by one or more poets; thus it engages the learner in
a language activity that can make L2 acquisition efficient and enticing.

2. Rationale

Jiménez (2015) points out that students’ lack of motivation forms one of
the main factors that affect language acquisition of ESL learners, and that
“demotivated” students prefer to “abstain from participating” in class activities
and require a facilitation of “their participation in order to keep them motivated
to learn” (p. 225). The attractiveness of reading and writing poetry can hence
play a significant role in motivating L2 students to interact and learn. Kocak
(2010) argues that learners’ limited opportunities of practice and communication
results in creating anxiety that negatively affects the process of learning (p. 141).
A cento class can deal with this as it gives the opportunity to everyone in the
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classroom to practise and participate since each learner has to create their own
written work and then communicate it to others as demonstrated below.

Brown (2007) and Ellis (2008) analyse different factors related to language
learning and successful language acquisition. They focus on the classroom
environment and its contribution to create effective instruction and engage
L2 learners in practising the spoken language they learn. Teaching cento can
serve this purpose as it can involve attractive teaching materials like colourful
poetry books, poetry posters, poetry including images on the smart-board, online
poetry, and recordings of auditory recitations. These materials definitely help in
creating an exciting classroom environment and improving language learning.

Part of the problem faced by L2 learners is lexical insufficiency. Rich acquisition
of L2 vocabulary is necessary for developing language fluency. Poetry in this
respect can function as a prolific source of vocabulary for the language of
poetry appeals to the mind where it is easily memorised and from which it is
smoothly retrieved (Alsyouf, 2019, p. 65). Munden (2015) similarly argues that
poetry engages the teachers and their students “by the fundamental connection
between poetry and the memory” (p. 68). Employing poetry in the L2 classroom
is therefore a useful language learning tool as it introduces the learner to a
rich world of idioms. In a study that examines the benefits of using poetry in
language learning, Alsyouf (2019) states that many poems rely on an intensive
use of imaginative language that renders the learning process enjoyable. The
teacher should therefore select joyful poetry as far as learning idioms and spirit
lifting is the purpose of the L2 class.

3. Discussion
3.1.  Using cento as an L2 learning activity
A cento is a work composed by a random number of verses purposefully

selected from a group of poems, and arranged together in an order that creates
a new meaningful poem. Applying this activity in L2 learning classes imposes
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a sequence of steps that includes reading several works of poetry, selecting
particular favourite lines from them, developing a clear understanding of
their language, and then beginning to write a new poem out of the selected
lines. Implementation of a cento activity in L2 learning classrooms is simple
but effective at the same time. Kamata (2019) highlights the advantages
of employing cento composition in English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
classrooms, arguing that cento is easy to compose as it helps learners to
“come up with original ideas on the spot” (p. 6). It offers an opportunity to
examine the selected text and understand its meaning before learners start their
own composition. Creating a cento in this context becomes an effortless but
efficient approach to L2 learning.

3.2.  Application

Cento for L2 learning was applied by the researcher in an ESL classroom.
Learners were given selections from Shakespeare’s sonnets and assigned to
compose a cento ranging from five or six lines out of different ones of them. They
were directed to adopt a theme prior to composition, thus the created poem should
meet the chosen theme. They were requested also to count the number of the new
words/phrases they learned from practising cento creation, and were informed
that all types of dictionaries were available to use. They finally had to read aloud
the cento they wrote. The results are shown in selected samples below created by
learners with previous poetry interests (Table 1, Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4).

Table 1. Learner 1

Verse Sonnet # Line #
For precious friends hid in death’s dateless night, XXX 6
And with old woes new wail my dear time’s waste: XXX 4
When lofty trees I see barren of leaves, XII 5
Nor gates of steel so strong but Time decays. LXV 8
Now with the drops of this most balmy time, CvIl 9
No longer mourn for me when I am dead. LXXI 1

Theme: Death closes everything, including nostalgia and all bad feelings of loss.
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Table 2. Learner2

Verse Sonnet # Line #
Now is the time that face should form another; 111 2

And see the brave day sunk in hideous night; XII 2

I sigh the lack of many a thing I sought, XXX 3
Then can no horse with my desire keep pace. LI 9

To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell. CXXIX 14

Theme: Facing reality with new ways and thoughts.

Table 3. Learner3

Verse Sonnet # Line #
When I behold the violet past prime, XII 3
Calls back the lovely April of her prime; 111 10
Kissing with golden face the meadows green, XXXIII 3
Even in the eyes of all posterity LV 11

The hand that writ it, for I love you so, LXXI 6

That in black ink my love may still shine bright. LXV 14

Theme: True love eternally lives to be noticed even by coming generations.

Table 4. Learner 4

Verse Sonnet # Line #
O, no! it is an ever-fixed mark, CXVI 5
Despite of wrinkles, this thy golden time. I 12
When I do count the clock that tells the time, XII 1

All losses are restor’d and sorrows end. XXX 14
That in black ink my love may still shine bright. LXV 14

Theme: Love grows up and survives despite sorrows.

Establishing harmony between the predetermined theme and the selected poetry
lines created a challenge for the learners because they needed to keep an eye on
the meaning each used line contributes to the whole construction. Every word,
phrase, and sentence in a selected line was consequently thoroughly investigated
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by the learner. The outcome of this practice is invaluable in terms of L2 learning
since using cento employs an amalgam of reading comprehension and writing
composition activities practised simultaneously by the learner.

After the cento activity, the researcher provided the sample group with a
questionnaire that included five points regarding vocabulary, composition,
element of enjoyment, dictionary usage, and a free space to mention any other
ESL merits of the cento class; students gave the following feedback. First,
the activity is useful for vocabulary acquisition as it provides the learners
with new idioms ranging between two to six words/phrases for each learner
included in the practice. Secondly, it helps learners to get familiar with
sentence structures as they have to keep their cento cohesive and coherent
and so they begin to think about language as discourse. These two points
conform to the British Council’s (n.d.) perspective that literature offers “a rich
source of linguistic input” and helps learners by “exemplifying grammatical
structures and presenting new vocabulary” (n.p.). Students also added that
creating a cento renders the learning process interesting and enjoyable, and
pointed out that it strengthens the connection between the learner and the
dictionary.

4, Conclusion

Cento is evidently an exciting and useful method of L2 learning as the study
demonstrated through discussion and application. The sample group indicated
additional merits of the cento activity in the questionnaire. They mentioned
that it gave them confidence to write a composition, introduced them to new
ways of expressing feelings and thoughts, gave them the opportunity to show
creative writing skills, and trained their minds on imagination and creativity.
The researcher noticed that those merits contributed to the enhancement of L2
learners’ intrinsic motivation. The study recommends the application of cento
for L2 learning for the above benefits, and for its value as an untraditional
method of instruction and inexhaustible source of language.
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Exploring literary texts to develop students’
creative writing skills: proposed activities
for Spanish as a foreign language

Carmen Martin de Leon' and Cristina Garcia Hermoso?

Abstract

iterary texts offer a rich environment for language learning that
Lteachers can exploit to develop not only students’ linguistic
(pragmatic, discursive) and cultural skills, but also communication
and creative skills. In our study, we have used literature with different
writing activities that involved the use of students’ imagination and
creativity. In order to develop these skills, which require students’
communicative competence as well as their imagination, we need
for them to be able to create the meaningful contexts that lie within
fictional stories. The assumption is that, as students become familiar
with the characters in the novels, they will be able to recreate
situations that make sense for those very stories, generating a shared
world in which they could immerse themselves. In that shared world,
they would be able to participate in possible dialogues and build
stories that could have taken place, thus developing their creative and
communicative skills. In this paper, we show how the literature-based
learning activities that we have designed following this hypothesis
have helped students empathise with characters in novels and imagine
fictional worlds. Such new fictional worlds have in turn empowered
students to communicate in Spanish in an authentic way, that is, in a
way that is similar to that of the characters in the novels.
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Chapter 5

Keywords: literature, creativity, writing skills, linguistic competence, language

teaching, foreign language.

1. Introduction

Literary texts are considered to be ‘controlled inputs’, capable of offering an
appropriate level for the learner (Jouini, 2008). Much like newspapers and
magazines, literary texts are authentic documents, for although they have not been
designed for language teaching purposes, they allow an interactive process of
communication between authors, students, and teachers as mediators. However,
fictional works of literature tend to go beyond newspapers and magazines when
it comes to combining oral and written language. This combination of discourses
makes literature an ideal resource from which students can envisage and create
situations in which they can act authentically (Sanz Pastor, 2006). That is to
say, on the one hand, when recreating situations, students will be manoeuvring
in a communicative environment in which they will 